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Abstract 
Guilt is perceived as a self-conscious, social and a moral emotion, which favors prosocial behaviour [1, 2]. Recently, this 
widely accepted view has been questioned [3]. Considering these contradictory results, our purpose is to investigate the 
strategies used to manipulate guilt in laboratory studies. After searching multiple data-bases, we found that there are only 
seven studies that investigate the involvement of guilt in the moral domain by inducing the emotion, and not by checking the 
manipulation of guilt using hypothetical moral dilemmas. Future implications of the strategies used to induce guilt are 
discussed. 
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1. Introduction 
Guilt is a self-conscious emotion that implies a specific negative evaluation of the self, focused on the 
behavior that transgresses a moral norm and causes someone else harm, loss or distress [1, 4].  
This unpleasant emotion, which most likely appears in social contexts, regulates moral behavior [4]. It is 
considered to have positive effects on social relationships, motivating the avoidance of transgressions, repairing 
the damage, apologizing, so that the relationship is restored [1, 2, 4]. A large group of studies suggest that 
making participants feel guilty increased the subsequent cooperation tendencies [5, 6, 7]. However, as this adaptive 
emotion motivates reparatory behavior towards the victim, the endangered relationship being restored at the 
expense of others, and not at personal loss [3]. Another recent study suggests that the reparative behaviors 
decrease guilt, and not the intention to restore the relationship with the victim [8]. These results question guilt’s 
interpersonal benefits [4]. Most of empirical research about guilt is due to scenarios or hypothetical moral 
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dilemmas that induce guilt. These scenarios contain the characteristics that are highly probable to induce guilt. 
This method evaluates the effects of imagined guilt feelings, and this might influence the results as the effects are 
not ones generated by a present state of guilt. Considering the new perspectives, and the importance attributed to 
this emotion, we aim at investigating the strategies used to induce guilt in experimental studies conducted in the 
moral domain.  
2. Method 
We have conducted a computer search using the key-words “guilt and morality”, “guilt and induction” and 
“prosocial behaviour and guilt aversion” in PsychInfo, PsychArticles, Sage, Wiley and Science Direct databases. 
We included in our search the journal articles published in peer-reviewed journals between February 1980 and 
March 2012. Studies were selected using these criteria: 1) the study uses a procedure to experimentally induce 
guilt 2) the study refers to the moral domain (measuring prosocial behavior). Therefore, we have excluded the 
research studies which use social dilemmas and use manipulation checks as a means of investigating the effects 
of guilt in moral decision-making and in prosocial behaviour manifestation.  
3. Results and Discussions 
The search produced seven studies in which guilt was experimentally manipulated in the moral domain 
research, more specifically guilt was induced to study its relationship with moral behaviour or prosocial 
behaviour. We found three categories of strategies used to induce guilt: 1) the autobiographical recall, where 
participants are asked to describe with as many details as possible an event in which they felt guilt; 2) playing a 
computer game that has certain specifications aimed at inducing guilt and 3) causing a wrong-doing during the 
experiment.  
Cunningham, Sternberg and Grev [9] induced guilt in a very ecological manner in order to evaluate the extent 
to which guilt influenced helping behavior. The participants were asked to take a needed picture of the 
experimenter and the camera broke. The experimenter had previously told the participant that the camera is 
delicate. The dependent variable, the prosocial behaviour was investigated using an interaction with a 
confederate. The results confirmed the hypothesis that prosocial behaviour is being favoured by guilt. This 
situation most likely induces guilt and it emphasizes personal responsibility for the wrong-doing.  
Ketelaar and Au [5] asked the participants to describe with details a recent experience that made them feel 
“guilty, ashamed or self-blaming”. They were given 10 minutes for this task. The words were selected by the 
authors from a theoretical model which assigned these labels to emotions related to someone’s blameworthy 
behavior. Considering that the label “ashamed” is closer to embarrassment and shame, the descriptions might 
have been ones of mixed emotions, both guilt and shame. The results confirmed a higher level of cooperation for 
the guilt group. In the second study participants were asked to make a decision and then, they received a self-
report which included several emotions, including guilt. Only few participants reported having feelings of guilt at 
t1, but still were differences between the participants who reported guilt at t1 and their offers at t2. The 
researchers consider these decisions at t2 to be influenced by the guilty state the participants felt at t1. It might be 
the case, but in our opinion it would be necessary to investigate whether guilty participants at t1 compensate 
during that week with their colleagues or whether they still feel guilt for their past decision after a week. Theory 
and empirical studies suggest that people tend to compensate towards the victim, so it unlikely that during a 
week’s time they did not compensate for their selfish decision. 
Nelissen et al. [6] also induced guilt using an autobiographical recall procedure (adapted from [9]). The 
purpose of this study was to investigate the differences between fear and guilt in prosocial behaviour. Participants 
were entered in groups of 4 or 6 in the laboratory and were asked to describe with ”as much as possible detail” a 
recent incident that made them feel guilt of fear for a study interested in investigating ”memory and information 
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processing”. There were two judges that decided whether the descriptions were detailed enough, recent and the 
possibility that the emotion could be induced by such an event. Guilt descriptions were supposed to include 
personal responsibility and fear was supposed to be related to personal risk. Both Nellisen at al. [6] and Ketelaar 
and Au [5] showed that guilt motivates prosocial behaviour in dyadic settings. Recalling an uncomfortable 
emotion is difficult, and we consider that giving the participants the responsibility of defining guilt should be 
avoided, since this is a difficult task even for the researchers.  
In addition to these studies, De Hooge et al [7] wanted to differentiate between the effects of guilt and shame, 
using an autobiographical recall procedure similar to the one Ketellar and Au [5] used: participants were given 
ten minutes to describe an event in which they felt very guilty. Afterwards, they played a computerized version of 
the “ten coin give to someone” game [10]. Participants were asked to read again the description they offered 
previously and indicate on an 11-point Likert scale how much guilt and shame the situation had provoked. 
Usually these events are complex and might induce many emotions, therefore participants evaluated how 
disappointed, sad, fearful, angry at self, angry at others, dissatisfaction they felt. We consider this manipulation 
check after the task very effective, as it does not influence the results at all. Moreover, including several emotions 
is a valid measure to take into consideration because a single situation can generate several emotions. The authors 
point out that his study uses similar induction procedures as Ketelaar and Au [5].The researchers used different 
methods of measurement: Ketelaar and Au [5] used the first rounds of the game and Nellisen et al. [7] used a 
validated measure to assess the prosocial or the proselfs tendencies [11]. Despite the different procedures used, 
this is an important replication of the previous studies [5,6] and thus indicates that guilt increases cooperation 
after it is induced experimentally.  
Hooge et al. [3] used the same autobiographical method of inducing guilt that Ketelaar and Au [5] used in the 
first pilot study they designed. During the second experiment the researchers asked participants to play two 
rounds  of  a  letter  task  in  order  to  win  points,  adopted  from  Van  Lange  et  al.  [12].  They  were  entered  in  the  
laboratory in groups of nine to 12 and were told that they were playing with another participant. In order to win 
points they had to recognize green letters that appeared on the computer screen and press a corresponding letter 
and not answer the red letters, as these were meant for the other player to answer to. During the first round both 
their performances would earn the participant an extra lottery tickets and the second round would earn the other 
participant the extra tickets. In the guilt group after the first round the participant received positive feedback and 
after the second round the feedback informed the participant that due to her bad performance the other player 
would not receive the extra tickets. The control group received positive feedback after both rounds. The 
manipulation check consisted in several questions, designed to investigate guilt accordingly to previous 
theoretical reviews [13, 14, 15, 16]. This task has a great advantage – many participants could attend at once the 
experiment, and this facilitates the research procedure. Another advantage is that for most participants it is likely 
to generate guilt, but this is a simple task and some participants could evaluate their performance and appreciate 
that the feedback they received is wrong and this might interfere with eliciting guilt.  
In the forth experiment, Hooge et al. [3]  used an autobiographical recall, in which participants described an 
event in which they felt guilty towards a person, or they felt shame or, for the control group – they described a 
person they met the previous week. This is the first study that checks the manipulation of guilt  using five items 
that reflect the agreed characteristics of guilt, compared to other manipulation checks that use only three of four 
emotional labels and do not ask participants about the degree of responsibility they felt about the event and the 
wrong behavior.   
Smith et al. [17] used autobiographical memory recall to investigate guilt and also shame along with moral 
hypothetical scenarios. The purpose of the study was to investigate the distinctions between the two moral 
emotions with respect to the public/private distinction. Unlike the other studies, the researchers asked their 
participants not to write any details so that their identities would be better kept. The dependant measures 
consisted in asking the participants what is that best emotional label that defines what they were feeling. The 
guilt-related words were: “remorseful”, “blameworthy”, “sorry” and “bad conscience”. This might be a better 
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solution for inducing guilt, and a less invasive procedure: asking participants to think about a situation and not 
write with as much detail as possible about a negative event, which was unpleasant. In this case the manipulation 
check cannot then be double checked by researchers, in order to verify that the subjects thought indeed about a 
guilt-prone situation or a neutral one.   
Hooge et al. [8] use a similar induction method as the one used in a previous study [3]. They slightly changed 
the task by introducing an exchange of messages between the participants with the other player. The feedback 
received could indicate the possibility of becoming friends with the other participant. This manipulation is 
perhaps maximizing the effects that the task might have in eliciting guilt, if we think about the in-group-out-
group distinction and behaviour tendencies. 
4. Conclusions 
The main purpose of the present study was to review the empirical research in order to find the experimental 
methods used to induce guilt. We have identified a gap in the literature dedicated to guilt in the moral domain 
since we found only seven studies that suit our criteria. De Hooge et al.[8] addressed this issue within the fifth 
study, using an experimental manipulation to better support their previous findings which were based on 
hypothetical moral dilemmas.  
The direct approach of manipulating guilt [3, 8, 9] might be a good starting point for further research, if the 
purpose of the study is to also have ecological validity. Both have some limits: the direct strategies [9] could take 
a lot of time to use, and the game played [3, 8] allows the researchers to invite more participants at one, but it  
might induce anger towards the false feedback, and not guilt, since the task is so simple.  
Using autobiographical recall is perhaps the most widely used technique to induce emotions. However, guilt is 
experienced as an uncomfortable, negative experience that one might not want to remember, let alone describe in 
as much detail as possible. Perhaps not writing about it might be a solution, although the researchers have no 
possibility of accessing the story to evaluate the likelihood to induce guilt. Compared to this situation, in which 
participants have the responsibility of correctly identifying what guilt is (even though in the literature there is still 
debate), a moral dilemma aims at the core of what is considered to determine guilt. Checking the manipulation of 
guilt after having remembered the situation and not writing it down might be considered to be an acceptable 
solution  but  it  certainly  seems very  close  to  using  a  scenario,  as  these  both  make use  of  the  same imaginative  
strategy. If the perspective of the researchers is that recalled emotion is better to induce guilt, than the 
autobiographical strategy is an appropriate one.  
The inconstancies in inducing guilt may reflect the inconsistencies found in the literature in trying to define 
this emotion and differentiate it from others, most commonly shame, but also regret and remorse. We consider 
that inducing an emotion should stem in its internal characteristics, and for guilt one that is central is the personal 
responsibility for the wrongdoing. Perhaps there is a central core for all social emotions and self-conscious 
emotions that make the process of differentiating them more difficult, as they generate one another, or maybe 
most people differentiate them with a certain degree of difficulty, so asking them to remember an event that made 
them feel guilty, without clear directions of what guilt is might investigate different emotions.  
In conclusion, in order to a get a better understanding of guilt, the hallmark of moral emotions [8], and its 
effects on moral behavior (prosocial behavior), it is necessary to differentiate it from other emotions, and also 
take into consideration inducing a present emotional state.  
Acknowledgements 
This  work  was  possible  with  the  financial  support  of  the  Sectoral  Operational  Programme  for  Human  
Resources Development 2007-2013, co-financed by the European Social Fund, under the projects number 
540   Oana Luiza Rebega et al. /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  78 ( 2013 )  536 – 540 
POSDRU/107/1.5/S/76841 with the title ”Modern Doctoral Studies: Internationalization and Interdisciplinarity” 
and: POSDRU/88/1.5/S/60185 with the title ”Innovative Doctoral Studies in a Knowledge Based Society”. 
 
References 
Baumeister, R. F., Stillwell, A. M., & Heatherton, T. F. (1994). Guilt: An interpersonal approach. Psychological Bulletin, 115, 243-267. doi: 
10.1037/0033-2909.115.2.243 
Breugelmans, S. M., & Poortinga, Y. H. (2006). Emotion without a word: Shame and guilt with Rara´muri Indians and rural Javanese. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 91, 1111-1122. doi:10.1037/0022- 3514.91.6.1111 
Cunningham, M. R., Steinberg, J., & Grev, R. (1980). Wanting to and having to help:  Separate motivations for positive mood and guilt-
induced helping. Journal of  Personality & Social Psychology, 38(2), 181-192. 
Haidt, J. (2003). The moral emotions. In R. J. Davidson, K. R. Scherer, & H. H. Goldsmith (Eds.), Handbook of affective sciences  (pp. 852-
870). Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press. 
de Hooge, I. E., Zeelenberg, M., & Breugelmans, S. M. (2007). Moral sentiments and cooperation: Differential influences of shame and guilt. 
Cognition & Emotion, 21, 1025-1042. doi:10.1080/02699930600980874 
De Hooge, I.E., Nelissen, R. M. A., Breugelmans, S. M. & Zeelenberg, M. (2011). What is moral about guilt? Acting "prosocially" at the 
disadvantage of others. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 100(3), 462-473. 
De Hooge, I.E. (2012). The exemplary social emotion guilt: Not so relationship-oriented when another person repairs for you. Cognition & 
Emotion, 26, 1189-1207. 
Ketelaar, T., & Au, W. T. (2003). The effects of guilt on the behaviour of uncooperative individuals in repeated social bargaining games: An 
affect-as-information interpretation of the role of emotion in social interaction. Cognition & Emotion, 17, 429-453 
doi:10.1080/02699930143000662  
Nelissen, R. M. A., Dijker, A. J., & De Vries, N. K. (2007). How to turn a hawk into a dove and vice versa: Interactions between emotions 
and goals in a give-some dilemma game. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 43, 280-286. doi:10.1016/j.jesp.2006.01.009 
Reitsma-Van Rooijen, M., Semin, G. R., & Van Leeuwen, E. (2007). The effects of linguistic abstraction on interpersonal distance. European 
Journal of Social Psychology, 37, 817-823. 
Roseman, I. J., Wiest, C., & Swartz, T. S. (1994). Phenomenology, behaviors, and goals differentiate discrete emotions. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 67, 206-221. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.67.2.206 
Smith, R. H., Webster, J. M., Parrott, W. G., & Eyre, H. L. (2002). The role of public exposure in moral and nonmoral shame and guilt. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 83, 138-159. 
Strack, F., Schwarz, H., & Gschneidinger, E. (1985). Happiness and reminiscing: the role of time perspective, mood, and mode of thinking. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 49, 1460-1469. 
Tangney, J. P., & Fischer, K. W. (1995). Self-conscious emotions: The psychology of shame, guilt, embarrassment, and pride. New York, 
NY: Guilford Press. 
Tangney, J. P., Miller, R. S., Flicker, L., & Barlow, D. H. (1996). Are shame, guilt, and embarrassment distinct emotions? Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 70, 1256-1269. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.70.6.1256 
Tangney, J. P., Stuewig, J., & Mashek, D. J. (2007). Moral emotions and moral behavior. Annual Review of Psychology, 58, 345-372. 
Van Lange, P. A. M., Otten, W., De Bruin, E. N. M., & Joireman, J. A.(1997). Development of prosocial, individualistic, and competative 
orientations: theory and preliminary evidence. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 73, 733-746. 
Van Lange, P. A. M., & Kuhlman, D. M. (1994). Social value orientations and impressions of partner’s honesty and intelligence: A test of the 
might versus morality effect. European Journal of Social Psychology, 67, 126-141. 
 
